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Abstract 
The objective of the study is to find out about the factors influencing the sustainability of a teacher’s career while 
focusing more on the prerequisites for becoming a teacher, relationships with pupils and colleagues, teachers’ perception of 
their professional role and their vision of a teacher of the future. 
The research relies on biographic interviews of 25 primary school teachers, in which teachers participated on a 
voluntary basis. Proceeding from the research objective, four content categories were formulated: the prerequisites for 
becoming a teacher, working environment, relationships with pupils and parents, and teachers’ perception of their 
professional role today and in the future.   
The respondents’ childhood is characterised by their lively interest in creative activities. They have mentioned an early 
interest in reading, creative outdoor and indoor games, love for nature. Characteristically, several class teachers have wanted 
to become singers or actors in their childhood but then chosen a teacher’s career. They successfully apply skills acquired in 
their childhood and school days in their teaching work. It is also typical that in their school days they were often organisers 
of activities for younger pupils. The respondents’ teaching career has also been supported by favourable working 
environment and colleagues’ and parents’ support. As other factors facilitating teachers’ work, the role of information 
technology in designing teaching materials and preparing lessons has been referred to. Teachers have also pointed out as 
positive their greater freedom in selecting teaching methods and self-improvement opportunities. 
The main factors of the sustainability of class teachers’ career are primarily related to substantial values of the teaching 
profession. The majority of the respondents emphasise creativity of teachers’ work and their own role in the development of 
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1. Introduction and theoretical background 
Teachers’ perception of their mission and daily work often collides with heightened and ambiguous expectations 
of the society (Bracken & Fischel, 2007; Huffman, Mehlinger & Kerivan, 2000; Pike, 2007; Cockburn 2007). In the 
OECD survey TALIS (2009) Estonian teachers stood out among teachers of 23 countries with their innovative 
approach to teaching and being forward-looking in updating their knowledge of their subject and recent 
developments in educational research. 
Primary school teachers in Estonia are characterised by certain qualities, which facilitate the sustainability of the 
teachers’ professional development throughout their teaching career. These factors are strong motivation to become 
a teacher, occupational persistence and high satisfaction with their work. The advantage primary school teachers 
have is that they see children and their development as a whole through a variety of subjects and everyday 
communication. They teach most of the subjects in their class and at the same time are also class teachers, knowing 
well the parents of their pupils. 
While there is the 3+2 system valid in the European Higher Education Area, in order to increase teachers’ 
occupational persistence, the shaping of their teacher identity should begin  already at the beginning of their studies, 
because research has proved that primary school teachers who are the only students in teacher training in Estonia 
pursuing an integrated bachelor and master’s curriculum, i.e. training as teachers from the early days of their studies, 
are more occupationally persistent than subject teachers. The primary school teacher curriculum aims to train 
teachers in Estonia who teach not just individual subjects, but pupils with varied backgrounds and development 
potential. 
Taking into consideration teachers’ professional development, emphasis is on the development of teaching 
competencies, ability to observe pupils’ learning and development characteristics, willingness to analyse and 
develop themselves as teachers to ensure pupils’ progress and high learning outcomes (Fullan, 2005; Kagan 1992).  
Estonian primary school teachers’ occupational persistence is high, which is confirmed by the fact that a vast 
majority of the graduates become employed as teachers and have a sustainable career over many years.  
This article explores the sustainability of class teachers’ career and factors influencing their professional 
development, based on teachers’ descriptions of their prerequisites for becoming teachers and work in school 
environment. 
:KDWDIIHFWVWKHVXVWDLQDELOLW\RIDSUHVFKRROWHDFKHU¶VFDUHHU" 
Prerequisites for becoming a teacher do not do not arise at the moment when someone decides to opt for teacher 
training when entering university. The more successful and occupationally persistent teachers develop from those 
whose childhood and school time are characterised by a wide circle of interests, creativity and ability to develop and 
apply their talents. Thus prerequisites for becoming a good teacher develop over school years and subjective 
understanding of what constitutes a good teacher already exists at the entrance to university. Teacher research 
allows us to single out five areas in which teachers’ beliefs manifest (Calderhead 1996). These are visions of 
learning, the subject taught, learning to teach, a teacher’s role and one’s own self. It has been found that students 
who choose teacher training have clearly developed beliefs about learners and classroom (Beijaard, Verloop & 
Vermunt, 2000; Calderhead, 1996; Joram & Gabriele, 1998; Kansanen, Tirri, Meri, Krokfors, Husu & Jyrhämä, 
2000). 
In order to find out about the earlier experience of the applicants, in Estonia at admission to the major of teacher 
training a professional suitability examination is conducted, which, for example, at Tallinn University includes 1) a 
short essay, which helps to get an overview of the candidate’s ability to discuss issues of education policy and 
teacher’s work; 2) group work, where candidates in groups of four or five solve pedagogical problem situations; 3) 
individual interview, where members of the admission board ascertain whether the candidate is suitable for the 
teaching work, by discussing candidate’s earlier pedagogical experience and interests. It is the individual interview 
that reveals the candidates’ beliefs about teaching profession and their relationship with pastimes enriching the 
personality of a teacher, such as acting, singing, music making, sports and other recreational activities and interests.  
The existing experiences and beliefs often form the basis for interpreting a new approach (Woolfolk, Hoy, Dais  & 
Pape, 2006). 
The second key to the success of ensuring the sustainability of a teaching career is master level training of both 
subject and primary school teachers, which allows the future teachers to develop necessary professional skills and 
acquire ethical responsibility of the teaching profession. Teacher training at master’s level sets heightened 
requirements to future teachers compared to the objective to only acquire necessary professional skills. While 
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passing through various stages and forms of their studies, students develop an understanding of their suitability or 
unsuitability for the profession.  
In Estonian teacher training curricula an important role belongs to writing a research-based master’s thesis. The 
topics of the theses may vary from practical dilemmas of schooling to school subject issues and philosophical, 
curriculum or policy matters. A thesis includes all the necessary components a research report usually requires 
(Maaranen, 2009, 13; Talts & Normak, 2010, 224). The principle of research-based teacher education provides a 
framework for the whole process of teacher training and an operational model for the future work in the professional 
field of teaching. At the same time, balance between theoretical and practical studies is important. In order to avoid 
a ‘remote from life’ attitude in teacher training, several authors have emphasised the wisdom based on practical 
experience, arguing that the expertise of an educator cannot be defined as a body of theoretical knowledge, but as 
the right deed at the right time (Pellika, 2009; Vienola, 2009). 
Teaching requires long-term and high-level training, in the process of which necessary professional skills 
develop and, first and foremost, ethical responsibility involved in teaching is adopted. To gain this aim, in Estonia 
an induction year support programme for beginner teachers has been successfully launched, which can be 
considered as the third factor influencing the sustainability of a teaching career. Introducing an induction year to 
support a beginner teacher is one of the most innovative steps in Estonian teacher training in recent years. 
Professional problems in the first year of their work of beginner teachers are quite common in the whole world. Eve 
Eisenschmidt, an initiator of the induction year programme in Estonia, has noted that primary tasks of beginner 
teachers in their first year of work are to develop an understanding of themselves as teachers and their values and 
adjust to the school as an organisation. Mentor’s task is to support the beginner teachers’ self-reflection and the 
planning of their self-development. (Eisenschmidt & Poom-Valickis, 2010).  
In the society with continuously increasing number of opportunities and choices the main issue for a teacher is 
how to cope with the changes? In the rapidly changing conditions each school and teacher has to engage in self-
definition and updating. Teachers’ ability and commitment to create and formulate new knowledge of education and 
teaching and to apply this knowledge in the reality of school becomes increasingly more topical.  
2. Method 
This study involved teachers working in different conditions in different parts of Estonia and focused on their 
view of the development of their career and factors affecting it. More attention was given to 1) the prerequisites of 
becoming a teacher, 2) work environment, relations with pupils, parents and colleagues, 3) teachers’ understanding 
of their professional role, and 4) teachers’ vision of a future teacher. 
The study relied on biographic interviews conducted with 25 primary school teachers, who participated on 
voluntary basis. The data was collected from January to March 2011. Primary school teachers attending a refresher 
course were asked as their homework to describe the most important milestones and influential events in their 
development into teachers  (see Appendix 1). The biographic interview used in the study consisted of the following 
subsections that were briefly explained to the respondents. 
Introducing oneself. Name (optional), date and place of birth, parents’ origin, their fields of engagement, jobs. 
Childhood, adolescence and education. Please recollect your childhood and how you grew up. Your siblings, 
family life, living conditions, leisure activities and social life. Your dreams of your future profession. Schools and 
professional training as well as earlier work experience. Why did you choose a teacher’s career? 
First job and tasks. Remember your first teaching position. What were your tasks? Describe the working 
environment. What was your relationship with your pupils and their parents, colleagues, school executives? Whether 
and to what extent were you able to decide about the content of your work and to what extent was it prescribed? 
Career (of a teacher) from the first job until the present day. Where have you worked as a teacher over these years? 
Describe your different positions, tasks and environment. How has the content, direction and meaning of your work 
changed over the time? Which documents regulating teachers’ work have introduced most changes in your work? 
Has your work provided you with opportunities to develop yourself, improve professionally? Whether and to what 
extent have you been able to influence your professional situation? 
Current tasks at work. Describe your current professional situation. What is your regular working day or 
working week like? What are your working conditions like? What has changed to the better, what to the worse? 
Have your tasks or requirements of work changed while you have been a teacher? 
7HDFKHU¶VSURIHVVLRQDOUROe. Has the professional role of a teacher changed while you have been a teacher? What do 
you consider most important in your work? What makes a good teacher? What do you think of the status of your 
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profession and what is your colleagues’ opinion? What is most pleasant about your job and what annoys you? Do 
you have opportunities to develop in your professional field? What does your job mean to you? 
Future. What is your vision of the development of a teacher’s job in the future? What is your vision of your own 
future? 
Home life and leisure. Describe your life outside of work: family ties, life at home, social life, leisure activities 
and hobbies, participation in the work of professional associations, other activity in various social, political, 
educational, cultural, etc. Organisations. 
Conducting this research as a qualitative study may be explained by the view expressed by several researchers 
(Heikkinen, 2002; Charmaz, 2006; Kvale, 2007) that free narrative is the method allowing to approach the meaning 
system of the respondent from the inside, taking the subject’s perspective.  
Methodological principles of grounded theory were selected for data processing, where data processing units 
were utterances bearing complete sense. The analysis focused on meanings, interpretations, motives for behaviour 
and evaluations teachers attributed to their teaching career.  
Teachers’ names have been changed in the data presented.  
3. Results - 7HDFKHUV¶FDUHHUSDWKIRUPDWLRQ 
Family background and school days. 
The childhood background of the primary school teachers interviewed is generally characterised by growing up 
in the country or in a small town in a hardworking family with several children whose parents were engaged in 
agriculture or services. Although life has brought many of them to the capital city, the roots of all the participants in 
the study are in the rural area or a small town. When describing her childhood home, Mare remembers: 
“My parents were simple working people – my mother had a postman’s job for a long time. In the 1980s she also cleaned and heated 
the office of the state farm. My mother was taken to Siberia in 1949. Her dream had been to become a primary school teacher, but 
on her return from Siberia she had run out of confidence to pursue this dream. My father was a builder for all his life.” (Mare, 42) 
There are also respondents whose parents (mother, father or both) have been teachers. Three of the teachers 
interviewed had grown up in a family of teachers. For example, Kati has written: 
³I am the only child in the family. I lived with my mother and father in the centre of Tallinn, in a three-room flat. The family was 
financially secured and as a child I was not short of anything. I had many toys and books to read´ (Kati, 45) 
The prerequisites for becoming a teacher are contained in the descriptions of childhood and school days of the 
majority of the respondents. They remember that period in their life as active and bright. They participated in several 
hobby groups and often played outdoors with their peers. An example from Kristi’s school days:  
“As a schoolchild I participated in many hobby groups – playing an instrument, singing in a choir, dancing, in a Red Cross group 
and even in an art and gymnastics groups.” (Kristi, 40) 
The majority of the teachers interviewed have been supported by their parents and teachers in their pursuits of 
various hobbies and some of them recognise a direct connection between that and their choice of profession. Eva 
recalls: 
³I very much appreciate the childhood security and love in my family. At school I was a good and active pupil. I engaged with folk 
dance, acting and was a member of a book society. It all started from home and primary school. I have always known that I will 
become a teacher´ (Eva, 33) 
Teachers’ written responses about their family background and school days reveal that interests of today’s 
primary school teachers have been very varied and, independent of their parents’ education and conditions of their 
rearing environment, they remember that their hobbies were supported by their home and school. 
The high proportion of creative activities in leisure time is worth noting – outdoor team games, organising various 
events, hiking, acting, art and singing groups. Respondents emphasise the presence of initiative and joy of doing 
things themselves. 
Work environment at school  
As factors of work environment, we will view teachers’ opinions of physical and social environment of their 
school. Teachers’ assessments of their work environment are generally positive and they find solutions to problems. 
Piret writes: 
³Work conditions in our school are good. The building of the school has been renovated. I have always wished to have more 
teaching aids than available. I have bought many teaching aids for my own money in order to work better. There is still plenty of 
space for the improvement of material situation´ (Piret, 47) 
Physical environment varies from school to school. Beside good examples also desperate situations have been 
described. For example: 
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³Our school hall is beyond any description ± it is cold, the floor is broken and dirty, not to mention the absence of basic sports 
equipment ± balls, mats, rings. Pupils have to change their clothes in the classroom, because the changing rooms are at risk of 
collapse´ (Tiina, 42) 
The majority of the respondents recall the situations where the administration of the school and colleagues have 
been supporting and understanding. Teachers gain strength form a good microclimate and collaboration with 
colleagues. Meeli’s opinion: 
³There is a good microclimate in our school and therefore I also want to be one to shape and maintain the image of our school. 
After all, we all work towards common goals´ (Meeli, 40) 
Teachers consider cooperation with parents one of the most difficult areas of their work. They understand the 
necessity of this work, but also point out issues. For example, Küllike, who has worked as a teacher for 25 years, 
writes: 
³Cooperation with parents has got harder, they are often too exacting and require too much from their children´ (Küllike 51) 
Teachers think that the reason lies in the fact that parents are more engaged with their work and the pace of life 
is faster. Parents’ expectations of school have also increased in respect of comprehensive development of the pupils. 
Although there is generally a good contact with parents, teachers note that parental attitude towards teachers and 
school has changed: 
³3DUHQWV¶DWWLWXGHKDVJRWZRUVHWKDQEHIRUHEHFDXVHWKH\GRQRWWUXVWWHDFKHUVDVPXFKDQ\PRUH7KH\GRQRWVHHDWHDFKHUDs an 
authority figure any more, but as a person whose job it is to teach their child so that he/she gets wise. Parents today often interfere 
ZLWKWHDFKHU¶VDVVHVVLQJWKHLUFKLOG0XFKWLPHKDVWREHVSHQWRQHGXFDWLRQDOLVVXHVEHFDXVHWKHUHDUHVKRUWFRPLQJVLQWKLV respect 
a´t homes (Ingrid, 61)  
At the same time the respondents have given several examples of successful cooperation. For example, Eva 
writes: 
³In the early days of my career there were some misunderstandings with parents, but after a while we came to an agreement on 
important issues. I have always considered important the cooperation between the teacher and parents. I can say that this 
cooperation has been successfull´ (Eva, 33) 
In conclusion, we may claim that primary school teachers are cooperative and view their school environment as 
mainly positive.  
7HDFKHUV¶YLHZVRIWheir professional role  
Teachers’ interviews indicated high value they attach to the teaching profession and awareness of their 
responsibility. It is characteristic that primary school teachers place primary emphasis on the development of a 
child’s personality, whereas equal importance is attached to learning and teaching related activities and work on the 
development of child’s personality traits. Teacher Kristel: 
³,IHHO,¶PRSHQWRQHZLGHDVDQGFRQWLQXRXVOHDUQLQJDQG,SHUFHLYHWKHUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQGLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHWHDFKHU¶VSURIHVVLRQ
)URPWKHVHHGVRIZLVGRPDQGJRRGQHVVVRZQZLWKFDUHDQGORYHFKLOGUHQ¶VFRSLQJVNLOOVJURZ´ (Kristel, 29) 
Teacher Kati has formulated her educational goals as follows: 
³I consider important for pupils to develop intR UHVSRQVLEOH SHRSOH ZLWK D SRVLWLYH OLIH DWWLWXGH , ILQG WKDW VFKRRO¶V WDVN LV WR
integrate the education at school and at home into one whole´ (Kati, 45) 
In their professional development primary school teachers attach importance to self-improvement and 
participation in school’s development activities. 
³I have had an opportunity of self-improvement through completing various training sessions and courses. In difficult economic 
circumstances I have made more use of free training opportunities. 
For examplHGXULQJRQHWUDLQLQJFRXUVH,FRQGXFWHGDVXUYH\RQFKLOGUHQ¶VOHLVXUHDFWLYLWLHV,KDYHEHHQDEOHWRXVHWKHVHUHVXOWV
for educational purposes in my daily work, which has helped me to achieve a better contact with children and win them over´ 
(Kati, 45) 
Teachers emphasise that there is more freedom and decision-making opportunity at school than before, which 
has a favourable effect on teachers’ professional development. Ingrid recollects: 
³In the old days there was an immense control over methodological material and the head of the school could come any minute and 
check cupboards and drawers. Methodological folders had to be in the prescribed order and for each topic there had to be a 
separate folder compiled by the teacher. This situation has changed now and teachers have a greater freedom to arrange their 
things and prepare teaching materials at their own choice. The school is also able to order many materials´ (Ingrid, 61) 
Teachers’ attitude towards the effect of school’s development activities on teachers’ professional development 
vary, giving rise to conflicting assessments of activities accompanying innovation. On the one hand, teachers 
approve of the possibilities information technology offers for preparing lessons, writing reports and documentation. 
For example, Karmen writes: 
³Documentation has mainly moved into the E-school and this is very positive.” (Karmen, 44) 
On the other hand, teachers are disturbed by the amount of bureaucracy at school, where teachers’ work is 
assessed not by the actual content but the amount of papers filled in. Piret’s opinion: 
³In our school documents regulating education are treated as a bible. Everything has to be done and immediately. I have fulfilled 
all the requirements, although some of them I have considered immaterial. I think that actually the nature of a teacher is not shown 
by how she copes with paperwork, but how she manages to reach every child while teaching her subject´ (Piret, 47). 
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7HDFKHUV¶YLVLRQVRIDWHDFKHURIWKHIXWXUH 
Despite the fact that the majority of the respondents admit that teachers’ role in the society has changed, they 
believe that the basic nature of the teaching profession is still related to developing and educating children in the 
future. Meeli: 
³Primary school teachers will most probably remain as they have always been  ± they teach, educate, guide, and sometimes 
substitute for mother and father´ (Meeli, 40) 
Or there is an opinion of a teacher with a long work experience: 
³In the future teachers will be teachers. They cannot be replaced by computer programmes, SMART boards or any other technical 
HTXLSPHQW9HUEDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQKDVDOZD\VEHHQDQGZLOODOZD\VEH7HDFKHU¶VUROHLQWKHIXWXUHZLOOLQFUHDVLQJO\EHWKDWRI  a 
guide and facilitator´ (Ene, 65)  
Teachers wish that the society would attach more value to the teaching profession. For example, Karmen has 
formulated this thought as follows: 
³Hopefully one day the Estonian state will recognise teachers and provide them with a decent income´ (Karmen, 44). 
Some respondents see as a future challenge greater attention to children with special needs, to both the children 
who need help with learning and gifted children whose talents need special attention.  
 
4. Discussion and conclusion 
 
The descriptions in teachers’ biographic interviews revealed different paths of development into teachers and 
relevant factors influencing their further career. The study showed that the ways of becoming a teacher and 
developing into a teacher are very different. There are people who have dreamed of becoming a teacher since their 
primary school, and those whose choice of this career has been rather accidental. This, when and under what 
circumstances a teacher’s career is selected, does not necessarily have a direct link with further job satisfaction or 
persistence in the job. 
Teachers described their childhood and school time activities and life attitudes that have supported their work as 
a teacher throughout their career. The effect of the earlier experience has also been observed by several other 
researchers (Beijaard, Verloop & Vermunt, 2000; Calderhead, 1996; Joram & Gabriele, 1998; Kansanen, Tirri, 
Meri, Krokfors, Husu & Jyrhämä, 2000 ). 
The interviews allow us to conclude that despite the fact that the ways of becoming a teacher and developing into 
a teacher are different, a predisposition and predilection for teaching profession are important. Therefore the 
suitability exam at entrance to university is necessary, because it clarifies the candidates’ views on the role of 
teachers in the society and in a specific classroom at school as well as their personal qualities they consider essential 
for becoming a good teacher. 
Our study found that primary school teachers’ professional development is facilitated by their willingness to 
cooperate with their colleagues and parents, many of them participate in various development projects and improve 
their knowledge on in-service training courses.  The OECD survey TALIS (2009), in which Estonian teachers stood 
out among teachers of 23 countries with their innovative approach to teaching and being forward-looking in 
updating their knowledge of their subject and recent developments in educational research, revealed that the weakest 
link of our teachers is cooperation skills. The survey involved subject teachers, in whose work issues related to the 
teaching of their subject receive more attention than those connected with the development of pupils’ personality as 
a whole. 
It is the familiarity with the work of colleagues that supports the much needed feeling of efficacy and self-
reflection, the importance of which in professional development has been emphasised by several authors 
(Eisenschmidt & Poom-Valickis, 2010).  
Biographic interviews characterise primary school teachers’ work as extremely broad, in which children with 
their different needs are at the foreground, but equally important is also teachers’ continuous activity towards self-
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